
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Blake never knew that dragons could turn into humans, so how does he end up falling in love with one?

	 

	 

	Blake acts on instinct when he steals a dragon egg from his boss. He’s never done anything that stupid, and now, he’s in trouble, both with humans and dragons.

	Especially with the dragon that captures him.

	But Orran is not merely a dragon. He’s also a beautiful man, and Blake is stuck with him—and with a baby dragon after the egg hatches.

	Blake’s boss isn’t done with him or with the baby, which means Blake has to gain Orran’s trust and convince him to take him with him. He has nothing to go back to in the city except death if his boss catches him. Death might still find him if he leaves with Orran, but he has nothing to lose.

	Or does he?
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Orran opened one eye when he heard the ruckus outside his bedroom. He huffed, smoke coming out of his nose. He was tempted to go to the door to yell at the people running outside, but he knew there had to be a good reason for them to make so much noise. He wasn’t sure he wanted to find out, but since he was one of the queen’s guards, he probably should.

	He stretched, his wings expanding. Then he shook his head and lumbered toward the door. Hearing someone pound on it made him jump, and he scowled at it. He grumbled, and the door opened.

	One of the guards was standing on the other side of it, in his human form. Orran arched a brow at him, and the man shook his head. “It’s the queen’s egg. It’s gone.”

	Orran jerked back. Gone? The queen’s egg was gone? How was that possible? He glared at the guard again, hating that the man was in his human form. It meant they couldn’t communicate, and if Orran had to go after the thief, he needed to know everything there was to know, but he also probably needed to be in his dragon form.

	He shifted. “What happened?” he asked.

	“No one knows.”

	“Who sent you here?”

	“The queen.”

	Orran nodded. “She wants to see me?”

	“She does. She told me to get you.”

	“Good. I’m heading her way.” Orran paused, then looked at the man again. “You need to stay in your dragon form.” He didn’t understand why so many of the younger dragons enjoyed being in their human form. He couldn’t say he hated it, but being a dragon felt so much more natural to him.

	The man’s cheeks flushed. “I will. I apologize.”

	Orran shook his head. “There’s nothing to apologize for. You can be in this form as much as you want on your own time, but you need to be a dragon when working. The queen needs you to be.”

	The man nodded, and Orran wasn’t sure whether or not he’d gotten through to him, but it didn’t matter, especially not right now.

	He shifted again, then headed toward the center of the hallway, where the ceiling was open.

	Once there, he took flight, heading toward the queen’s tower. She was the only one who lived there, along with her offspring, which for now was her only egg. Orran didn’t understand how someone had managed to get in there. It had to have been a dragon, right? It was the only thing that made sense. Humans might try to steal eggs and kill dragons, but there was no way they would have been able to get into the palace. It just wasn’t possible.

	Yet Orran couldn’t think of one dragon who would tempt fate and do something like this. The queen was the most important person in the palace. She was the leader of their small cluster, and she protected her dragons from humans and rival clusters. Who would want to do something like that to her, to betray her this way? Orran didn’t understand. He didn’t much care, either. Whoever had the egg would pay, and that was all that mattered.

	When he got to the queen’s quarters, the place was a flurry of activity. Dragons flew in and out of her rooms, mostly ignoring Orran. He didn’t stop to talk to any of them. He realized they were trying to help, but he doubted the egg was anywhere close. Whoever had taken it had run away with it.

	The queen was in her throne room, pacing its length, her tail swishing nervously. Orran had to step back to avoid being hit in the head, and the queen jumped when she noticed him. Orran. Thank God.

	Orran blinked. He wasn’t used to the queen talking to him that way. He wouldn’t say they were friends, but they were fairly close, since she’d personally chosen him to guide her team of Queen’s Guard. His position was official, which was why hearing her talking that informally to him was strange.

	He bowed his head. My queen?

	She stopped in front of him. It’s gone. My egg.

	That’s what I was told. Do you know what happened?

	She shook her head. I have no idea. I couldn’t sleep, so I went to visit it, and when I got there, the nest was empty. I knew I should have kept it in my bedroom.

	It’s not tradition.

	She snorted smoke. Tradition? Who cares about tradition? If I never get it back...

	She didn’t have to say it. Orran knew what she was saying.

	Dragons weren’t very fertile. They could only get impregnated once every few years, and as the queen, she needed to produce an heir. That was what she’d done, except that now, the heir was gone.

	Orran straightened. What can I do? he asked. He had no doubt she had something specific in mind, since she’d called for him.

	The queen sucked in a breath. I need you to go after whoever took the egg. I need you to take it back.

	Do you have any idea who did this?

	She shook her head. Not yet, but I asked one of your team members to check the cameras.

	Orran nodded. Sometimes, it was still weird to think they were using human things to keep an eye on the palace, but humans could be useful, almost as much as they could be cruel. The queen had installed cameras all over the palace, but especially at the entrances, so they would be able to see anyone who had come in and gone out. If the egg was outside of the palace, they would know who had taken it, and Orran would be able to go after them. He hoped it had been a dragon and that they were still in the palace, but the thief could have come from any of the close by clusters, and if that was the case, it would make the situation more complicated.

	The queen huffed again. Take some of the guards from the Queen’s Guard with you. I don’t want people to find out what happened, and I trust all of you.

	They couldn’t afford for the news to get out. Someone might use the situation to their advantage and try to push her off the throne. They couldn’t allow that to happen, though. The queen was a good leader, and Orran hoped she would stay queen for a long time. I’ll let you know as soon as I know something.

	Check the cameras, too. You need to know who has my baby.

	I’ll go as soon as I’ve picked my team.

	She nodded, then hesitated. I don’t need to tell you how important it this that you recover the egg.

	Orran’s heart squeezed. Of course not. I’ll do my best. We all will.

	She nodded. They both knew that eventually, she might have another egg, but it wouldn’t be for a few years, and in the meantime, her throne would be in danger. It was the last thing they needed. They also shouldn’t think about this right now, though. Orran had work to do, and he needed to do it now.

	He bowed his head again, then moved toward the door. He already had a few people for his team in mind, and the first of those people was Morven. Morven was his best friend, and he would keep his mouth shut. He would also be Orran’s second, just like he was when it came to the Queen’s Guard. Together, they would get the egg back. Orran wasn’t looking forward to leaving part of the Guard behind, but the queen had to be protected, now more than ever.

	Orran headed toward the security room. The hallways were mostly empty, and a tense silence pressed against him. He shifted when he got to the room because of how small the commands to the screens were. Then he walked in.

	Orran waited a moment, long enough to assess who was in the room and what was happening, then he cleared his throat. Everyone turned to look at him. There were too many people there, people who had nothing to do with the situation, and they knew it. He arched a brow at them, and they scattered, sheepish. He hoped no one would flap their mouths, but just in case, he made a mental note to tell the Guard who would be in charge while he was gone to make sure they didn’t talk.

	Morven stayed, looking amused even though he was in his dragon form, stuck in a corner. The light glinted on his leathery skin, and he chuckled. Since he was there, Orran wanted to talk to him. He looked at the palace guard who operated the screens. “Show me the nest room. I want to see the entire night, but start with looking for the thieves.” Then he shifted and turned his attention to Morven.

	That went well, Morven said.

	I need people to be focused, and if they shouldn’t be here, they need to go, Orran answered.

	Of course. What do you need?

	The queen assigned me the task of finding her egg. She told me to put a team together, and I want you to be my second.

	Morven didn’t even look surprised. Tell me.

	Orran explained the situation. He didn’t know what would happen, but he already felt better with his best friend by his side. It wouldn’t be easy, but he wasn’t doing this alone. Do you already know who else will be coming? How big should the team be?

	The queen asked for a small one, and we need most of the Guard to be here and protect her, just in case, so maybe another three of us?

	Morven nodded. I know who to pick. Octavia, Slavin, and Hogan.

	Orran agreed with him. He knew why the queen had put him in charge, but it made him uncomfortable. He was supposed to be here, at the head of the Guard, protecting her. Instead, he would probably have to leave the palace, and there was no way to know for how long. But either the palace had been breached, or they had a traitor on their hands. Orran didn’t know which one it was, but he was about to find out. Whoever had the egg, he feared the worst. They needed to act now before everything was lost.

	“Orran?” the guard at the screens said.

	Orran shifted back. “Who?” he asked.

	The guard turned the screen so Orran could see what was playing on it. “Humans.”

	Orran sucked in a breath. “You’re sure?”

	“A hundred percent. Look at the screen.”

	Orran did. He didn’t know how they’d managed to get in, and it wasn’t his job to find out. The palace guards would. His job was to get to the egg, and that was what he would do.

	He looked at Morven and nodded. “Let’s go. We need to get to them before they hurt the egg.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	The sounds in the bar were subdued, but the clients less so. Blake was used to it, and he kept his head down and worked. His job was to serve drinks, restock the bar and wash dishes, something he was good at. But then, who wouldn’t be good at washing dishes? No matter how boring the job was, he was glad for it, and he did his best not to get himself in trouble. It was hard some days, considering the clients, but he managed, and that was what mattered.

	He rinsed another glass and looked up. The people were rowdy, but it was familiar and comforting. His life’s dream hadn’t been to work in a bar, but it was what it was. The one thing he hated was that he was sure his boss was involved in shady stuff. He had disliked the man when he’d first met him, and that opinion hadn’t changed. Still, this was a good job and decently paid, even though he’d been surprised in the beginning to find out how much money he would make. He supposed the boss was also buying his silence, asking him to close an eye to whatever illegal stuff he had going on. As long as no one got hurt, Blake was more than happy to do just that. He wasn’t about to stick his nose into stuff that wasn’t his business, not unless he needed to.

	The noise was finally winding down, the bar about to close for the night. Blake relaxed, slid another beer toward one of their regulars, then went back to his cleaning. That was when the bar door opened.

	Blake looked up, ready to tell the customers they were about to close, but he stopped the words from leaving his lips when he saw who it was.

	He didn’t know the group of men standing there. He’d never met them, and if he’d seen them in a dark alley, he would have turned around and left. He wasn’t in a dark alley, though. He was in a bar, and even though it wasn’t well lit, he knew he couldn’t ignore them.

	He cleared his throat. “What can I help you with?” he asked as he dried his hands with a towel.

	One of the men stepped forward. Another just looked around, and one of them was holding a bag that looked heavy and as though a ball was inside it. “We’re here to see the owner.”

	Blake nodded. He wasn’t surprised. “He’s in the back. You know the way?”

	The man nodded, gestured at the four men behind him, and headed toward the back. He did know where he needed to go, which told Blake this wasn’t the first time the man had dealt with his boss.

	Blake shook his head. It wasn’t his business—it didn’t matter how worried he was. As long as he stayed out of it, he would be okay.

	He went back to his glasses, but he couldn’t help but wonder what was happening. He decided to text his brother. That would help him take his mind off things.

	Blake: You’ll never believe what just happened.

	The three dots moved on the screen, telling him his brother was answering.

	Sheldon: You created a new cocktail?

	Blake rolled his eyes. I already told you that’s not the kind of barman I am or the kind of bar this is.

	Sheldon: Right. What happened, then? Did your boss finally help you clean up?

	That was never going to happen, either. Of course not. You know him.

	Sheldon: Better than I ever wanted to know him, yes. Are you going to tell me what happened, then?

	Blake: Not sure. A group of weird guys came in and wanted to see him. I’m pretty sure that whatever’s happening is not legal.

	There was a pause, and Blake watched the dots. They moved, then stopped, then started moving again. Sheldon was obviously thinking about what to write.

	Their relationship was a weird one, so Blake understood why his brother was being careful. He didn’t want to push Blake away, but then, Blake didn’t want to be pushed away. Sheldon was the only family Blake had left, and he wasn’t going to do anything to put their relationship in jeopardy.

	Sheldon: Do you need to leave?

	Blake: I’m not leaving. Those people had nothing to do with me. I told you, they went in the back.

	Sheldon: We both know that whatever is happening in the back isn’t legal. You shouldn’t be working there, Blake.

	That, too, was a spot of contention between them. Blake had taken the job because he needed a job. Sheldon hadn’t been happy about it. He’d suggested that he could provide for Blake until Blake found something better, but Blake hadn’t wanted him to. The last thing he needed was for his family to think he was a freeloader because his brother was paying for him. They refused to talk to Blake and had made it clear that he wasn’t welcome in the family anymore, but they wouldn’t miss the chance to tell Sheldon just how wrong he was for sticking with Blake.

	Blake: I’ll be fine. I’m staying out of trouble, I promise. I’m going nowhere near the back. He doesn’t need me there, and he was adamant that he wanted me to keep my nose out of things. That’s what I’m going to do.

	Sheldon: Are you sure? Because you’re not known for keeping your nose out of things.

	Blake grimaced. Okay, so maybe he was curious. That didn’t mean he was reckless.

	Blake: Don’t worry. I promise I’ll be okay.

	The sound of voices coming from the back made him look up. Someone was laughing, and when the group stepped back into the main room, Blake’s boss was with them. He was the one laughing, which was a surprise, because he never even smiled, and when he looked up, he gestured at Blake. “Serve us the good stuff, will you?”

	Blake nodded and jumped to obey. He wasn’t about to ask what was happening, but Hans and his friends were celebrating. What, Blake didn’t know, and he didn’t care. It was none of his business.

	He slid the drinks over the bar and watched as Hans drank one down, then asked for another. He stayed silent as he worked, but his mind was working. Why was his boss so happy?

	“Shit. I forgot my phone on my desk,” Hans said.

	He tried hopping off the stool he was sitting on and almost fell on his face, which made everyone laugh. If Blake had to guess, these were far from being his first drinks tonight. Hans sat back down, rubbing the back of his neck. “Well, that’s not going to happen.” He looked at Blake. “Go grab my phone. It’s on my desk.”

	Blake blinked. He’d never been allowed in the office. “Are you sure?” he asked.

	“Of course I’m sure,” Hans snapped. “I wouldn’t be asking otherwise. Go get my phone, boy.”

	Blake resisted the urge to roll his eyes. Boy? Really? He was twenty-seven, for fuck’s sake. He put down his towel and headed toward the back of the bar. He’d never been in the office, not even when he’d been hired. He knew where it was, but he wasn’t allowed inside.

	Until today.

	He had no idea what was happening, but it had to be big to make his boss drink so much that he’d ordered him to fetch the phone.

	Blake pushed open the office door and peered in. He could see the desk and the phone, and he made a beeline for it. He noticed that the closet door was open as he turned to go back to the bar, and he hesitated. He shouldn’t be doing this. It wasn’t any of his business, and it was probably dangerous. But like Sheldon had said, he was curious, and he was dying to find out what was happening. He knew it had to be illegal. As far as he knew, his boss had never hurt anyone, but what if he was this time? It wouldn’t surprise Blake. Hans didn’t have feelings, and he wouldn’t hesitate to hurt people as long as it made money. If that was the case here, Blake wanted to know. He wanted to get out of here before things could get worse, and he wanted to help.

	He cautiously opened the partially closed door. He half expected something or someone to jump him, but everything was quiet, and nothing moved. It could be nothing. It could be only coats or whatever. Blake had to check, though. He’d come too far not to. He reached for the light switch and flipped it.

	It wasn’t coats. He sucked in a breath when he saw the egg resting on a bundled coat.

	Where had his boss found a dragon egg? Blake was in awe for a second. Then he started to panic. Shit. His boss had a dragon egg. Blake could too easily imagine what was going to happen to the poor dragon inside the egg. Either it would be killed as soon as it came out of the egg, or it would be raised in cruelty and pain. His body would be harvested for skin, teeth, and everything else people could sell on the black market. It would wish it was dead, if it could do such a thing.

	If there was one thing Blake hated about humanity, it was the way they treated animals, and dragons weren’t any different.

	He hesitated. He knew he would get in trouble if he tried to help, but he couldn’t ignore the egg. He didn’t have it in him. It wasn’t his job, far from it, but he needed to keep the egg safe. He couldn’t leave it here, not when he could guess what would happen to it.

	So, even though he knew it was probably the worst thing he could do, he took the egg and carefully lifted it until it was level with his face. He had no clue what he was doing, but there was a baby inside the egg, and he found himself saying, “I’ll do everything I can to keep you safe. I promise.” He didn’t know if the dragon could hear him, but he wanted to soothe it and reassure it.

	He knew he only had a few moments before his boss realized he was gone and understood what was happening. Instead of going back to the front of the bar, he dumped the cell back on the desk and headed toward the back door. That was the door through which he came in and left every day, so he knew where he was going. He stepped into the alley in the back and looked around, his heart racing.

	He should have known Hans had noticed something was off already. The group of men who’d entered the bar earlier were waiting for him at the entrance of the alley. They looked ready to kill him, and Blake had no doubt that was what would happen.

	As soon as they got the egg back.

	He held his breath, wondering what was about to happen. Hans stepped closer, shaking his head. “I should have known better than to send you to my office,” he said.

	Blake hugged the egg close to his chest. “What will you do with it?” he asked.

	“None of your business. You should have kept your nose out of my closet.”

	Blake should have. Now, the dragon would be tortured and killed, while Blake would be killed. What he’d done hadn’t changed anything.

	The wind picked up, and all of them looked toward the sky. Blake’s eyes widened when he saw dragons coming closer, ready to land.

	“Shit,” someone yelled. A few of the people who were standing with his boss tried to run away, but one of the dragons landed at the alley entrance, boxing them in.

	They were in trouble.

	That was when Hans tried to take the egg. Blake had no idea what was happening, but he did know he couldn’t allow that to happen, so he clung onto it. It wasn’t easy, not when his boss kicked him in the balls. He folded in half and let the egg go. Hans tried to catch it, but he stumbled, and the egg fell to the ground.

	Blake’s eyes widened, and he scrambled to get the egg. Had he just killed the baby inside it?

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Orran saw the egg drop to the ground. He roared, making several of the humans jump, including the one who had been holding the egg. Then he threw himself toward it. He needed to get to the egg. He needed to get it back.

	It wasn’t that easy. Everyone around him was fighting. The humans were afraid of dragons, but that didn’t mean they would stop. If anything, having so many dragons there at once, especially adult ones, could turn to their advantage if they managed to kill even one of them. The survivors would be able to sell off the fallen’s body in pieces.

	Orran wouldn’t allow that to happen.

	When two humans rushed toward him, he swiped his tail at them and threw them against the closest wall. One of them didn’t get up. The other did, but it seemed like he wasn’t going to come for Orran again. Instead, he eyed the opening of the alley and tried to sneak out that way, but Octavia thumped her tail right in front of him and roared in his face.

	Orran turned his attention back to the egg. He leaned down to grab it with one of his paws, but someone got there before he did.

	The same human who had been holding it earlier grabbed it with both his hands and pulled it against his chest.

	Orran roared. The sound made everything vibrate around them. Human cities weren’t made for dragons, and the alley was tiny, so small that Orran would have trouble getting back into the air. He didn’t care right now, though. He stood in front of the human and lowered his head to look him in the eyes. He wanted to tear the human’s head off, but he knew better. He needed to make sure the humans hadn’t hurt the egg.

	The human stayed where he was. His eyes were wide and his face ashen, and he was looking around the alley, no doubt trying to find a way to escape. He couldn’t, though.

	Orran wouldn’t allow him to run away. He needed to get the egg back, but when he reached for it again, the human shook his head and took a step sideways, as if trying to walk around Orran.

	Orran huffed. He didn’t have time for this. The last thing he wanted was to shift. Humans weren’t aware that dragons weren’t merely animals, and Orran didn’t want any of them to find out, but it seemed this was where the situation was going. He needed to be fast, though, so only this human would see him.

	He looked around. All the humans were busy fighting, so he doubted they would notice if he shifted. The pros outweighed the cons, no matter how much he disliked this, so he decided it was the best thing he could do.

	He shifted. He hadn’t thought it possible, but the human’s eyes went even wider. He looked Orran up and down, opened his mouth, and croaked.

	Orran ignored him and reached out. “Give me the egg,” he said.

	That seemed to get the human’s attention again. He shook his head, then took a step back. “Don’t touch it.”

	“I don’t care what you intended to do with it. It doesn’t belong to you.”

	The human’s expression shifted.

	Unfortunately, Orran wasn’t used to being with humans, and he had no idea what it meant.

	“I know it doesn’t belong to me,” the human said. “How do I know it belongs to you, though?”

	Orran snorted. “I’m a dragon. You know it belongs to me.”

	The human looked down at the egg. “So? Even if you’re a dragon, I can’t know that it’s your egg. How am I supposed to make sure of that? Besides, you’re a guy.”

	Orran had no idea what that had to do with anything. “I’ll kill you,” he said, his voice dark and steady. “You had no right to steal the egg. You have no right to kill and hurt us and to invade our home.”

	The human shook his head frantically. “You don’t understand. I didn’t steal the egg. I was trying to rescue it from my boss.”

	“Nice try, but as far as I can see, you’re the one holding it. You’re the one keeping it away from me. You have to give it to me.”

	Things weren’t going anywhere. Orran waited, but the human didn’t seem to change his mind. “I’m sorry. I can’t give it to you. I can’t be sure it really is your egg, and after what just happened, I’m not going to trust anyone, not even you,” the human said.

	Orran shifted back. If he couldn’t talk sense into the human, maybe he would be able to scare him.

	The human squeaked when Orran lowered his head so close to him that he could feel the human’s breath on his snout. There was nowhere for him to go. His back was against the wall, and they were at the end of the alley, so he couldn’t sneak away. They could stay here forever, or at least until the human gave Orran the egg. The human, on the other hand, was going to want to leave eventually. Either that, or he
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